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For manufacturers and retailers, it is a back and forth decision whether or not they should
focus on supplying functional products, innovative products, or both. Balancing this decision and
understanding the risks of supply chain management is a difficult reality we face today. Today’s
speaker, Dr. Teresa McCarthy, an Associate Professor at Bryant University, touched upon the
importance of understanding the supply chain most suitable for one’s company.
First and foremost, to understand what is best for a company, it is essential to educate
ourselves on supply chain issues. Right now, retailers are contemplating onshore production
versus offshore production. Retailers are sourcing for cheaper alternatives for labor, material
costs, and transportation. Choosing offshore production may work best for one company to save
money in terms of labor and materials, but other companies may not want to put the
responsibility for quality in the hands of other people.
Unfortunately, there are supply chain risks we cannot predict or control. After past
conflicts and potential disruptions that can occur, retailers need to brainstorm emergency plans.
One disruption that completely shifted the supply chain occurred when a cargo ship was stuck in
the Suez Canal for two weeks during the pandemic. This had an enormous impact on production,
and retailers had to adjust to their collections which were 2-3 weeks late. With that being said,
supply chains have never been so complex. As a result, demand has increased for supply chain
management jobs requiring the ability to estimate manufacturing at the right time and knowing
potential innovations and trends. Essentially, different strategies work for different companies,
and one supply chain does not fit all.
Over time, we have observed that companies that have adapted successfully to supply
chain shifts have had two supply chain outlets for products. In order to remain afloat, companies
need to have one supply chain dedicated to functional products where demand is predictable and
easy to forecast. On the other hand, companies also need to have a supply chain for innovative
products, which is more complex, yet provides differentiation in products. Offering innovative
products provides more of a variety, so that the functional products and inventory do not become
repetitive. This balance has seemed to work best for many retail companies.
Zara, in particular, has used this supply chain management strategy to reduce overstock
and have a steady pattern where demand rarely exceeds supply. Understanding the functional and
innovative trends on both sides allows them to execute small shipments more frequently, making
trend forecasting easier and faster. This also decreases the amount of surplus.
Overall, the supply chain is becoming more rigorous and unpredictable. As discussed in
my supply chain management course, the future for these companies is finding a network that
works best for them. From previous issues in the supply chain during the pandemic, retail
companies are working on preparing backup plans and learning to adapt through new sourcing
and manufacturing opportunities they have discovered.

